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			After the devastating horrors of the Nathi War, humankind spread farther out into the stars, seeking solace and a new beginning. Among the worlds colonized by such refugees was the third planet of the star Rukbat, in the Sagittarian sector. Pern, as this world was named, was beautiful, habitable, and far enough from the standard trade routes that the colonists felt secure in turning their backs on the past to build a new future. They took little notice of the planetoid they called the Red Star…until the path of its wildly erratic elliptical orbit brought it close to Pern.

			Suddenly, strange spores that looked like silver threads began to rain down on Pern, devouring any organic material in their path and, once on the ground, proliferating with terrifying speed. Only metal or stone could stop them; only fire and water could destroy them. The initial losses the colonists suffered were staggering, and during the subsequent struggle to combat the Thread—as they called the aerial menace—Pern’s tenuous contact with the mother planet was broken.

			The survivors, having cannibalized their transport ships and everything within to create weapons that might destroy the Thread, turned to genetic engineering as a longer-term solution. Fire-lizards—indigenous winged life-forms that displayed some telepathic abilities and could emit a flaming gas after chewing a phosphine-bearing rock—were bred into enormous creatures that the humans called dragons, after the mythical Terran beasts they resembled. Bonded from birth with their empathic human riders, these dragons could travel from one place to another instantaneously and, soaring on their huge wings, could flame Thread in midair, before it could reach the ground and ravage the land. Additionally, in the more temperate lands of the Southern Continent where the colonists had settled, grubs were altered to burrow after and consume any Thread that did make it to the planet’s surface.

			
			But the Southern Continent proved unstable. After a series of catastrophic earthquakes and volcanic eruptions, the entire colony was forced to flee to the Northern Continent, where the land was more stable and mountain caves provided refuge from the Fall of Thread. When the first new settlement, named Fort Hold, proved too small to hold the growing population, other Holds were carved from the western cliffs and the mountains to the east. At the same time, the fire-breathing dragons had evolved to a size too large for a comfortable life in the cliffside Holds. And so the dragons and their riders moved into the ancient cones of extinct volcanoes high in the mountains, where huge caves and calderas provided space for the settlements that came to be known as Weyrs.

			The dragons and their riders in their high Weyrs, and the people in their cave Holds, went about their separate tasks, and each developed habits that became custom, which solidified into traditions as incontrovertible as law.

			Then came an interval of two hundred Turns of the planet Pern around Rukbat, during which time the Red Star was at the far end of its erratic orbit and no Thread fell on Pern. Freed from constant fear, the inhabitants grew crops, planted orchards from precious seed brought by the original colonists, and began to think of reforesting the slopes that had been denuded by Thread. They even managed to forget that they had once been in grave danger of extinction…

			…until the wandering planet returned to perihelion, bringing fifty Turns of attack from the skies, and the Pernese once again knew deep gratitude for the dragons who, under the direction of their fearless riders, seared the Thread to char, midair, with their fiery breath.

			
			Thus began the understanding of real life on Pern: cycles of decades-long, quiet Intervals punctuated by fifty-Turn Passes when the Red Star was near, bringing with it constant Threadfall and dread.

			By the Third Pass of the Red Star, a complicated socio-political-economic structure had developed to deal with this recurrent evil. Six Weyrs of fighting dragons were pledged to guard Pern, each Weyr having a section of the Northern Continent literally under its wing. The rest of the population was divided into holders and craftspeople. Each Hold—under the leadership of a Lord Holder and with the support of the Crafthalls—tithed to support the Weyrs, where the volcanic landscape could not support agriculture and the dragonriders had to devote all their time to nurturing and training with their dragons, lest a Pass arrive and find the planet’s primary fighting force unprepared.

			On occasion, the conjunction of Rukbat’s five natural planets would prevent the Red Star from passing close enough to Pern to drop its fearful spores. During one such Long Interval, the grateful people prospered and multiplied, spreading out across the land and becoming so busy with their daily pursuits that most began to believe the Red Star had finally passed beyond any danger to them.

			Within five generations, only one Weyr—Benden Weyr—was left inhabited. These last descendants of the heroic dragonriders fell into disfavor, as the tales of their brave exploits faded into legend; without Thread to fight, the dragons and their riders seemed to have no more part to play in the world—and no reason to be supported by the people of Pern. So when the Red Star at long last returned to perihelion and Thread attacked again, it fell to Benden Weyrleaders F’lar and Lessa to rally their almost defenseless planet against total annihilation.

			But now, even as dragonriders and their dragons fight the valiant war against Thread, dissatisfaction and dissent have begun to simmer in parts of the world…
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			Clouds of warm, dust-laden air billowed down around Piemur and whipped off his floppy hat as hundreds of dragons and their riders lifted off from the ground, steadily filling the sky overhead. Hastily he pulled his tunic over his head to protect his face from flying grit, clamping his mouth shut tight in the process. All the trees and vegetation around the Weyr bucked and buffeted under the huge downdraft generated by the wings of the bronze, brown, blue, and green dragons. Through the protective fabric, Piemur heard the comments the dragonriders called to one another as they took flight; heard, too, the muffled sound of dragons coughing as they rose higher off the ground. Listening, he wondered—not for the first time—what pernicious ailment still afflicted so many of the dragons of Southern Weyr, and why the Weyr Healer couldn’t find a remedy to shift it from their lungs. Only when the sounds receded to almost nothing and he could feel the air settling did he risk uncovering his eyes to look skyward.

			Piemur watched as the sun shimmered off their soft hides and made their jewel-like, faceted eyes sparkle. There was nothing like the sight of a sky full of dragons, he fancied—even dragons who were not in the full of their health. The fine membrane that made up the sails of the dragons’ wings looked nearly transparent, and he wondered how wings that appeared so delicate could bear the weight of such massive creatures.

			
			Today the Oldtimer dragonriders were traveling to harvest a fresh crop of numbweed, which they would later pound and boil into the noxious unction that, once set, would be used as a hallowed salve. Only twoscore riders and their dragons remained behind in the Weyr with the queens, the most senior of whom had just returned from a lone sojourn. A brown dragon was curled up in a wallow, coughing desultorily as if to dislodge a tiny irritant nestled deep inside his vast lungs. His rider rested with him, in the curve of his forelegs.

			A few other dragons basked in their wallows or relaxed under the ministrations of their riders, while the rest simply slept, their old bones soaking up the plentiful sunshine. Numerous weyrfolk—men and women who lived at the Weyr but were not dragonriders—went about the compound, washing or tending to clothing, preparing food, or assisting the older dragonriders with the task of bathing and oiling their dragons’ soft hides. Nothing was more important than caring for the dragons. With their abilities to fly, teleport, and breathe fire, the dragons were the best and most effective weapon the world had against its mindless enemy, Thread—an insatiable organism that, when the orbit of its host planet was close enough to Pern, would shower down in a fifty-Turn cycle, devouring anything organic in its path. And if the dragons couldn’t char every last Thread from the skies before they touched ground, the deadly strands would burrow underground to continue their terrible course of destruction. The dragons were truly the most precious things on the planet, and supporting them and their riders was the job—either directly or indirectly—of every person in or outside of the Weyrs.

			But Southern Weyr no longer had that kind of support. The Oldtimer dragonriders had cut ties with Benden, the premier Weyr in the northern hemisphere, effectively alienating themselves from their peers and, ultimately, everyone else. Never in living memory had any group broken free, seeking to go it alone in the hostile environment of Pern without the support of the other elements of their social structure.

			
			Piemur was here at the behest of his mentor, Masterharper Robinton. He hadn’t started out as a spy. Three Turns earlier, Piemur had been virtually wrenched from his comfortable position in the Harper Hall and sent to the Southern Hold to teach the resident harper the new drum measures, vital for maintaining communications with neighboring smallholdings. But it hadn’t taken long for Saneter to memorize the new measures…and for the Masterharper to task Piemur with a seemingly endless stream of structureless chores, almost all of which were completely outside his training as a singer. If not for his deep-rooted sense of loyalty to his craft and his mentor, Piemur would have gladly forgone the exhausting and never-ending job of mapping Southern, a vast continent far larger than anyone had ever imagined and, in many areas, actually impassable.

			He didn’t mind standing in to teach the local children when Saneter was away or indisposed. In fact, he quite enjoyed passing on the information contained in the teaching ballads, imperative for every child to know in order to survive. And the mapping, while often monotonous, hot, and uncomfortable, sometimes had its moments of discovery and adventure. Piemur’s most unsatisfying task by far, and the one he found so disturbing to perform, was as a spy: observing and assessing the demeanor and welfare of the dragonriders of Southern Weyr. He gleaned no joy in snooping around the noble dragons and their riders, pretending to be someone he was not, visiting the Weyr on one pretense or another while trying to catch every snippet of conversation or grievance he could. It felt grossly wrong to Piemur to behave so duplicitously toward a group of dragons and riders who had spent a lifetime defending the planet. But the Masterharper, in his role as Pern’s custodian of culture and heritage, and the discreet harmonizer of her interconnected social relationships, was anxious to know how the outcasts were faring. He regularly stressed how important it was for Piemur to take note of any little details in the Weyr’s daily life that might be the slightest bit out of the ordinary, and report these. The most trivial snippet could be what helped to reunite Southern Weyr with the rest of dragonkind—and as a harper, Piemur was trained to observe details.

			
			So he noticed when T’reb landed his green dragon and, instead of flying out again to harvest numbweed with the other members of the Weyr, headed for B’naj’s dwelling. To Piemur’s sharp eye, the subtle signs of agitation in the green rider’s posture were unmistakable. Straightening his tunic over the top of his loose leggings, then scooping up his hat and setting it firmly back on his head, Piemur moved from the shade of the trees to cross the compound in the direction T’reb had taken.

			Trying to look nonchalant, Piemur circled around B’naj’s wooden cabin so he could eavesdrop from the quiet side of the building where leafy trees offered him a hiding place from which to remain unobserved. Once behind the building he dropped down onto his hands and knees, crawling quickly toward a pair of open windows. He sat on the ground, his back pressed hard to the wall of the cabin, head cocked to one side as he tried to make out what was going on inside. He could clearly hear the sound of feet pacing.

			T’reb was talking hurriedly, his voice several octaves higher than was comfortable for Piemur’s trained ear. No doubt: T’reb was very upset.

			“My mind is made up now, B’naj. No more dithering over what’s right or wrong. I’ve arranged to meet him and set everything in motion.”

			“Calm down, T’reb.” That was B’naj’s voice, speaking in a placating tone.

			“But don’t you see, B’naj? We have to do something.”

			“Maybe you’re overreacting,” B’naj said.

			“But you didn’t see her, B’naj. It was unbearable!”

			“What exactly did you see, my friend?”

			“Mardra! Trying to coax Loranth from the Hatching Grounds. She was moaning.”

			“Mardra or Loranth?” B’naj asked.

			“Loranth, you dolt!”

			There was silence for a few moments, and Piemur could only surmise that B’naj was glaring at T’reb in response to the ill-mannered remark.

			
			“It was like no other dragon sound I’ve heard before,” T’reb continued finally. “It put my nerves on edge.”

			Not a hard thing to do, Piemur mused, knowing how volatile T’reb could be—even at the best of times.

			“It wasn’t the usual keening, nor the sound dragons make while feeding; no, it was a slow, heart-wrenching rumbling that came from deep inside. And the sound kept increasing, B’naj, to a cry so pitiful I thought she was in mortal agony.”

			Piemur heard B’naj murmur something indistinguishable, and then T’reb continued.

			“Mardra was pleading with Loranth: ‘Come away, my love,’ she said, ‘we cannot keep revisiting this loss.’ ”

			Loss? What loss? Piemur wondered. What was T’reb talking about? And why was Mardra at the Hatching Grounds when the Weyr didn’t even have a new clutch of eggs to harden? Perhaps the old queen and her rider were simply visiting the Grounds, a hallowed place for all dragonkind, to ensure that they were still, as was the custom, in perfect order?

			“Such a note of despair was in her voice, B’naj. I saw her weeping, and I thought I might weep with her, too. I can’t get the image out of my head!”

			No wonder T’reb appeared so edgy, Piemur mused. What could possibly be causing the Weyr’s senior queen dragon so much distress?

			“But what were they doing there?” B’naj asked.

			“Loranth dug up those old egg shards and was poking around at them,” T’reb replied.

			Egg shards? Piemur felt a moment of confusion. Why had the queen dug up old eggshells? Hatching Grounds were revered among dragonmen and -women! Everyone knew that the Grounds were where the future riders first met the young dragons they would partner; the place where, for the very first time in their lives, the specially chosen men and women would form their unique mental bonds with the giant, fearless, and noble creatures. To make that bond, to Impress a dragon, was to make a telepathic connection so strong that it could never be broken. Piemur had often wondered what it must be like to be a dragonrider, to have the unconditional friendship, love, and support of one of those magnificent beasts, a bond so strong that it lasted for life. From what he understood, the wondrous relationship he shared with his own Farli, his little golden fire-lizard, was only a tiny fraction of the deep connection between dragon and rider.

			
			Piemur gave himself a mental shake; he couldn’t let his thoughts distract him, or he might miss a crucial exchange between T’reb and B’naj.

			“The Hatching Grounds should’ve been thoroughly cleared ages ago. It’s not proper for the queen to do that, nor to leave the place in such a state.”

			“Yes, but Mardra wouldn’t have it, would she?” The pitch of T’reb’s voice was rising again.

			“And no amount of weeping or moaning will change the fact that Loranth won’t produce any new clutches of eggs. She’s just too old.” Piemur thought he heard a note of sadness in B’naj’s voice.

			“It’s more than that, B’naj.”

			“You’re right. Loranth has been off color ever since that shaft collapsed when the Weyr was mining firestone. I’m glad I didn’t go with you and the others.”

			“We should never have gone on that cursed venture—over half the Weyr was exposed to those noxious fumes.”

			“Yes, yes, we’ve spoken about this already. And we still cannot change what is done, T’reb!” B’naj was growing impatient.

			“But we can’t just sit by as the Weyr falls apart. That’s why we have to do something now!”

			“That’s a matter for our Weyrleader, T’reb, not us.”

			“Ha! You still think T’ron will do something? He’s no more use to us now than a spent glow in a basket!”

			“Shh, keep your voice down!” B’naj hissed.

			“I’m not going to stand by anymore, B’naj. We have a duty to our queen and our Weyr!”

			“What are you up to?” B’naj asked.

			“There’s this plan—half-cocked at that—but perhaps we can use it to our advantage.”

			
			“What plan, T’reb? You can’t go behind our Weyrleader’s back, my friend.” B’naj sounded alarmed.

			“During my sojourns north, I traded with a group of men from Nabol. One of them pointed out similarities between us.”

			“Similarities? What are you talking about, T’reb? They aren’t dragonfolk!”

			“No, they aren’t, but just like us they’ve fallen afoul of Benden!”

			“I don’t understand,” B’naj said.

			“When they sought help over a family feud, Benden said they couldn’t interfere in Hold matters. Benden—F’lar and Lessa so high and mighty, as if their Weyr rules all the rest! Some leaders, yeah? Left those Nabolese out in the cold just like those other meddlers, the harpers. Honestly, B’naj, I hardly listened to all the details of their silly feud. The nub of it is that they want us to help secure a holding promised to their father by Lord Meron.”

			“Meron,” B’naj said, enunciating the two syllables slowly and with so much distaste in his voice that Piemur had little difficulty imagining the dragonrider’s facial expression. And no surprise there: The late Lord Meron had been cruel and uncaring; even Piemur had fallen afoul of the Lord Holder. “He always was a sneaky lick of a man. We never should’ve traded with him.”

			“But we did, and strange as it now seems, his kin may actually have thought of an idea that will benefit our Weyr. We just have to assist them in securing lands to hold.”

			“They can have plenty of land down here—as much as they like.”

			“They won’t travel south.”

			“Why not?”

			“They say they can’t stomach the sea crossing. And anyway, they want lands in the north—just as was promised to them.”

			“And what would we get in return?”

			“Exactly what we need, B’naj. New blood.”

			“How in the name of the First Egg—” B’naj’s response increased in volume until T’reb cut him short.

			“Shh!” T’reb said.

			A long silence followed.

			
			“What?” B’naj asked at last, and Piemur guessed that T’reb must have whispered something. He tried to press his ear even closer to the cabin wall. There was the sound of movement inside and a low murmuring, but Piemur couldn’t make out what was said. He held his breath, straining harder to hear the two dragonriders. Suddenly a chair scraped against the floor and Piemur heard what sounded like a hand slapping bare flesh.

			“You cannot stop me, B’naj!” T’reb said heatedly. “It’s obvious to me now, the less you know the better.”

			What had T’reb said? Shards and fire blast! Piemur wished he’d been able to hear. It felt like all the hair on his body was standing on end, warning him of some ominous event in the offing, as sure as the dreaded Thread fell from the sky.

			Footsteps marched purposefully inside the cabin, and then there was the sound of the door opening. Piemur crouch-crawled quickly to the end of the cabin and then ducked around the corner. From his new hiding place, he could see T’reb marching across the compound toward his dragon, Beth.

			Without a backward glance, T’reb approached Beth and grabbed her flying harness. The green dragon turned toward her rider, and Piemur saw the color of her many-faceted eyes change from a soft green to a darker hue that was flecked with amber. Beth’s not a happy dragon, he observed in silence.

			From the cover of the building Piemur tilted his face up, closed his eyes briefly in concentration, and then let out a sharply pitched, three-toned whistle that sounded just like a birdcall. Then he sat back on his heels, looked up into the sky, and waited.

			He felt the barest change in the air pressure above his head, and for the briefest moment it felt as if his ears were about to pop. Then the sensation ceased and Farli appeared, hovering in front of him, her golden wings easily maintaining her position at the same level as his eyes. Piemur smiled and with a single shrug offered his right shoulder as a landing pad. Farli was a queen fire-lizard, one of the small winged creatures that were distant cousins to the dragons. Fire-lizards shared almost all the attributes of their huge relatives, including telekinesis and telepathy—though due to their frivolous nature, the latter ability tended to be weaker and often inconsistent. The Southern Continent, with its warm climate, was the fire-lizards’ natural home, but more and more were being adopted by people in the north. Farli had seemed happy to join Piemur when he came south, and here, where he was so often alone, he appreciated her companionship more than ever.

			
			Without saying a word, Piemur looked intently at Farli, one hand stroking the soft hide on her back as he sought her complete attention. He thought hard, mentally showing the little queen what he wanted her to do, repeating his command several times to ensure she understood. Farli’s faceted eyes whirred as she looked intently at him; then she leapt off his shoulder and, from one wingbeat to the next, vanished between, to that other place, the empty void that dragons and fire-lizards alike used to teleport from one space to another.

			Piemur crept back toward the edge of the building and peered around the corner, hoping that on this occasion his capricious fire-lizard would do as he asked. He watched T’reb checking the tautness of one of the flying straps as Beth minced from one foot to the other, a sound not dissimilar to a hiss issuing from her mouth.

			T’reb quickly mounted his dragon and urged her to take flight. With several strides, the green dragon gained enough speed to leap into the air. She rose slowly skyward as Piemur watched, nervously searching for Farli. Quickly! he thought. Quickly, Farli, before they blink out of sight and go between!

			As T’reb and Beth climbed higher, Piemur saw a little speck of gold dart into the sky below them, keeping time with the dragon and rider. Once they’d reached sufficient height above the ground, T’reb and Beth disappeared, flying between, and Farli went with them.

			Confident that Farli was successfully tailing the green dragon and her rider, Piemur stood up, wiping his hands across the sides of his thighs as he began to walk around the side of the building.

			“Hey! What’re you doing there?” B’naj called from the doorway, from which he’d been watching T’reb’s departure.

			Piemur, caught off guard, quickly ducked his head between his shoulders and kept walking as if he hadn’t heard the dragonrider calling to him.

			
			“Hey!” B’naj yelled again, louder. “You, there!” Several of the other dragonriders around the compound looked up.

			Piemur twisted toward B’naj, one hand raised above his head in a jaunty wave, but he kept walking, his hat pulled down over his face.

			There was nothing for it, he thought—he had to get out of there, and fast. He cupped his hands around his mouth and called, “That’s grand then! I’ll have those supplies ready for you in the next sevenday!” His gaze was fixed at a point beyond B’naj and slightly to the side; he hoped B’naj would think he was addressing someone else, while onlookers would assume he was speaking to B’naj.

			He waved one more time, then turned his back to B’naj and walked purposefully across the clearing toward the tropical forest, hoping that any dragonriders whose attention had been caught by the interchange would lose interest and resume whatever they’d been doing. Piemur knew he’d be safe once he’d made his way into the cover of the forest surrounding the Weyr. Hoping that B’naj was no longer watching he slipped into the woods and set out at a quick jog, ducking and bending to avoid low tree branches and tenacious vines. With any luck Farli would come back to him quickly, with a clear and accurate mental picture to share exactly where T’reb had gone in such a hurry.

			At last reaching his little camp near the Weyr, he could see the distinctive shape of Stupid, the runnerbeast he’d rescued as an orphaned foal. The hobbled beast, now fully mature and standing level with the top of Piemur’s head, was dozing in the shade of a fellis tree, his long neck extended to the ground and his lower lip protruding beyond the upper lip as if in a pout.

			Stupid had grown accustomed to being left alone, happy to forage and graze unchecked, though he seemed the most content when Farli was nearby. Piemur had ensured that the runner was within reach of a source of fresh water, and as he always did, he tied a rawhide fringe to the halter to keep flies and other pesky insects from Stupid’s eyes.

			
			Seeing Piemur, Stupid made a noise in his throat, a sound that always reminded Piemur of a mix between a hum and a hiccup. Responding with a soothing hum-buzz noise of his own, Piemur made short work of readying the runnerbeast, smoothing the hair on Stupid’s back and quickly checking for any insects that might have burrowed under the skin.

			Finally, he slipped the bridle over Stupid’s head and gently eased the left ear into the loop of the single ear strap. Then, still hum-buzzing, he placed the saddle pad on Stupid’s back, behind the last neck bone. The runner blew through his muzzle gently, a sure sign he was relaxed, and shifted his weight from one forefoot to the other. Piemur tightened up the saddle pad cinch, which was positioned behind the two pairs of front legs, doing so slowly to ensure that Stupid wouldn’t be pinched by the saddle girth, a seemingly minor injury that could result in the dreaded, hard-to-cure girth galls. Stupid stomped his rear feet but didn’t seem upset.

			Piemur passed a critical eye over his handiwork, still pleased, after all this time, with the way he had modified the design of the saddles he’d grown up with in Crom. His customized saddle suited the specific needs of the Southern Continent’s warmer climate, where a hide-made, wood-framed saddle would be far too hot, heavy, and cumbersome for both rider and mount. Piemur had not been in Southern long before he’d realized that a soft saddle pad would work much better: It was easier to make and maintain, it dried more quickly, and it was far less likely to harbor any pesky bugs or biters that could riddle the back of a runner with poxy ooze-sores and painful lumps.

			Piemur unfastened the hobble, then, pursing his lips as if he were spitting a small seed from his mouth, he made the distinctive brrup-phut noise that seemed to enchant all runnerbeasts, sounding like wind passing from the guts of a well-sated ruminant.

			Stupid lifted his head at the sound and walked forward, unguided, on a path only he seemed to know. Keeping pace on the left side of his mount, Piemur deftly grabbed the reins of the head harness in one hand, along with a hank of the beast’s long mane, and sprang from the ground in one lithe movement, swinging his right leg high and wide, to land gently on the pad without causing the beast to flinch or break stride.

			
			He reached out silently to Farli again, but his summons remained unanswered. He hoped she’d been able to trail T’reb. Where could the dragonrider have been going? He’d said he was going to help Mardra, the most senior queen rider in Southern, and that some men from Nabol had a plan that would help the dragonriders of Southern Weyr. What could that possibly be? Even Piemur, who wasn’t weyrbred, could see that the members of the Southern Weyr were experiencing a steady, inexorable decline. All the dragons in Southern were of an older generation, and with no young blood among them to invigorate the Weyr, and none of the queens rising to mate in recent times, that left only the few smaller females, the green dragons, as an inadequate source of release for the virile males.

			Piemur thought of how much change the Oldtimer dragonriders had had to endure—and now this. They came from a different time—the last time in the past when Thread had fallen—and they had fought valiantly, keeping their own generation safe. But the end of that Pass and the start of a new two-hundred-Turn Interval, free of Thread, left them unmoored, bereft of purpose. So when Lessa, the Weyrwoman of Benden Weyr, had crossed four centuries to implore them to help fight Thread in the current Pass—Piemur’s time—they must have felt they had only one option: to agree to her request to accompany her four hundred Turns into the future.

			Until the arrival of the Oldtimer dragons, the modern-day dragonriders had been too few in number and insufficiently trained in aerial combat. Alone, they would have been ill equipped to survive the ravages of Thread, much less protect their planet. Piemur knew that all the inhabitants of Pern owed a huge debt to the time-traveling older generation of dragonmen who had sacrificed so much. But they also faced a different kind of challenge. In the four centuries that had elapsed between their time and the current Pass, attitudes, customs, and even aspects of the language had changed, and while most of the Oldtimers had managed to adapt to their new lives, some of them had collided disastrously with the newer generation of weyrfolk, craftspeople, and holders.

			
			Piemur knew all about the numerous clashes and claims of foul play that had occurred while all the Oldtimers resided in the Weyrs of the north, clashes that had grown so frequent that they culminated in a group of more than two hundred Oldtimers moving to the Southern Continent where they could live by their old ways, unchallenged. But in a cruel twist of fate, while their northern peers embraced a new life as heroes, the Southerners’ inability to accept change not only made them exiles but also tarnished their reputations, turning them from heroes to castoffs.

			Piemur felt a stab of empathy for the Oldtimers of Southern—he felt like a discard, too. No longer of any use as an apprentice at the Harper Hall, where his young singing voice had been extraordinary until the dreadful day when it broke, Piemur was now, at the age of just seventeen Turns, a castoff, stuck doing odd-jobber tasks until his Master found an alternative role for him. He clenched his jaw and shook his head slightly, determined not to let his feelings of misfortune engulf him yet again. He’d been working hard to get past the loss of his voice and had no wish to wallow in self-pity anymore. What’s done is done, he reflected.

			There was no point in waiting idly for Farli to return, and besides, she could usually locate him no matter where he was, so Piemur decided to scout out the Hatching Grounds and see firsthand what had disturbed T’reb so much. And so he guided Stupid through the denser parts of the forest to clear ground and the place where he knew the Southern Weyr Hatching Grounds were located. He’d never been here before; no one outside the Weyrs ever visited the Grounds except by express invitation.

			Hatching Grounds, hallowed by dragons and their riders alike, were always kept immaculately clean, the sand raked regularly to keep it free from debris or potentially sharp objects. After every Hatching ceremony, those fortunate enough to Impress a dragon often kept a small shard of their dragon’s eggshell as a treasured keepsake, while the rest of the spent dragon shells were buried with great care and solemnity.

			Here, however, withered seaweed and tumbleweed mixed together in a gnarled mess among the sands. Other debris was strewn all around the sand; sharp rocks and flotsam, washed up from the beach, littered the site. Clumps of what looked like old feces dotted the ground, and one clump appeared to be made up of bone, hide, and sinew. Piemur’s lips pursed in distaste as he wondered if any of the other members of Southern Weyr, apart from Mardra, T’reb, and now B’naj, knew how sullied their Hatching Grounds were. As he passed a critical eye over the rest of the area, looking for some kind of evidence that might explain this dereliction, his gaze fell on a few egg shards, smashed and scattered around the sand. Though hold-born, not weyrbred, even Piemur knew it was unthinkable for dragonfolk to allow their most treasured space to fall into such disorder.

			
			He walked slowly through the Hatching Grounds and then returned to the indeterminate clump of bone and hide to examine it more closely. He felt uneasy, fearful of what might greet him when he looked closer. But with a compulsion bordering on morbid curiosity, Piemur knew he had to determine what was in the mangled clump of tissue. He sidled up close, dropped down to the ground to squat on his heels, and peered at the mass. He sniffed the air tentatively but detected no noxious odor. No form or definitive skeletal structure was obvious, and from all appearances the clump was so old it was in the last stages of decay. Searching among some of the nearby detritus that littered the Grounds, he picked up a stick and used it to poke at the clump. His heart lifted when he nudged it further and recognized a little matted wad as a rib of feathers amid the remains.

			Sweet shards, what a relief! Dragons, even in their shells, didn’t have feathers. It’s probably only the remains of a wherry, he speculated. The clump looked like something that had been eaten and then regurgitated. Do dragons vomit? he wondered.

			Deeply thankful that the clump was not the remains of a dragon embryo, Piemur looked around at the other shell shards. The fragments had been broken up and scattered about, but as he picked up a piece of shell to examine it, he thought it seemed curiously insubstantial, brittle even, in his hand, and far more fragile than he thought a dragon’s shell should be. While he was carefully replacing the fragment where he’d found it, he saw a partially intact egg hidden behind a small boulder. Nervously, Piemur moved closer to examine it.

			
			The crown of the egg had been broken through to the size of a grown man’s head, but the rest of the egg was intact. Piemur leaned in close, and a faint rotten odor assaulted his nose. Peering inside, he could see what looked like the dried remains of a malformed yolk and some fluid at the bottom of the shell that had almost completely congealed. He’d seen enough. It was time to leave these desolate Grounds.

			Trying desperately to clear his mind of the disturbing scene, he focused on calling to Farli. Where was she? Unable to shake off the dreadful feeling of malaise that had settled over him, he started walking back along the beach to where he had tethered Stupid. Suddenly Farli burst into the air overhead, chirruping to Piemur in a trill of notes and flashing a blur of images at him while she flew in erratic circles around his head.

			“Hold on, there, Farli! Slow down, little sweet. You’re showing me too much too fast,” Piemur said, smiling at the gold fire-lizard.

			He stretched out his arm and Farli settled on his hand, careful not to cling too hard with her sharp talons. Piemur brought her down and held her close to his chest, gently stroking her with his free hand. Unbidden, a little sigh of satisfaction traveled up from his chest, and he could feel Farli relaxing in his hand. When he stroked the skin on the ridges above her eyes, she crooned at him with delight.

			“Wonderful Farli,” he murmured. “Where did the green dragon fly?”

			An image of a sunny beach flashed in Piemur’s mind, and he mentally nudged Farli to show him more of the scenery and any specific landmarks she might have noticed. Farli fluttered her wings impatiently, but he persisted, easing the subtle pressure on his fire-lizard’s mind until she was calm enough to reveal what he needed to know.

			“You’ve done a good job,” he said as he continued to stroke her. The little queen preened, furling her wings along her back. Piemur could tell she was delighted with her achievement, because the color of her eyes had changed from a deep purple to blue.

			
			“There you go,” he said, raising his hand up to his shoulder. Farli delicately extracted her talons from his hand and hopped to his shoulder, where she stretched along the back of his neck in her favorite position, her head and forelegs resting along one side of his face, with her back legs and tail along the other.

			“You rest, sweet thing, while I mount up. Then I have to ride fast to where T’reb was headed. You’ll guide me, won’t you?” Piemur reached his hand up to scratch the skin above Farli’s left eye ridge, and the little queen crooned at him again.

			“I have to find out more about what T’reb is planning, Farli, because it sounds like trouble!”
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			Piemur held his breath, nervous that the men might see him. With a lot of backtracking, traipsing around in dense jungle, and more than a little cursing, he had finally reached the site Farli showed him, nearly falling off Stupid with fright when he heard the sound of voices coming from the direction of the beach. He must be more careful: He had nearly blundered onto the beach and risked exposing himself! He slowly retraced his steps a safe distance to where he could tether Stupid, deciding to leave Farli there, too, since she had a knack for keeping the runnerbeast calm and quiet.

			Crouching lower than he felt was physically possible, he approached slowly, all the while keeping his eyes glued on the two men.

			Piemur tried to recall every detail of what he had overheard back at the Oldtimer Weyr, hopeful that the thick grasses and giant ferns would conceal him as he knelt down and peered through the screen of lush plants. One of these two must be the man T’reb had spoken about when he was arguing with B’naj. Had he mentioned a name? And in what way was he going to help T’reb realize his so-called plan?

			Letting his senses heighten, he listened intently to the men who, a mere dozen paces distant, seemed blithely unaware of their eavesdropper. By the look of them Piemur pegged them as hold-bred, though he was only hazarding a guess. One of them, a lanky, mopheaded man, suddenly turned in Piemur’s direction as he made expansive gestures with his arms, pointing up and all around at the dense forest. For a moment it seemed as if the man was looking directly at him. Piemur froze. He could feel a pulse beating in his neck, and his heart sounded like a quickening roll of drums in his chest.

			
			Don’t forget to breathe, he reminded himself, and drew in a measured breath before exhaling quietly. Sweat rolled down from the crown of his head, skidded over his brow, and tracked down the side of his face. He felt exposed here on the ground. Quickly he scanned the surrounding trees and bushes for a safer vantage point.

			The second man was not as tall as the first, and had copper-colored, wavy hair and a scar on his upper lip. The taller man mumbled something Piemur couldn’t hear. The copper-haired man looked at his companion, and because he was facing Piemur, his next words were easily discernible.

			“It just seems unusual to me, Toolan. ’Sall I’m sayin’.” Piemur watched the man as he lifted his hands up high in the air, fingers spread wide.

			The other man—Toolan—scowled. “And the dragonrider told me that this is the place he wants drawn! Anyhow, what do you know about what he wants? You just met him. I’m the one he’s dealing with, not you, Cramb!”

			The note of contempt in Toolan’s voice was clear to Piemur. He wondered why the man named Cramb didn’t seem to react to the snide remark. Glancing away, he caught sight of a tree with branches that might make a perfect hiding place. It’s now or never, he thought.

			Careful not to make any noise, Piemur crept to the tree and eyed the stout branch above him. It was only about two meters from the ground. Piemur wasn’t very tall, but he was compactly built, and all his time scouting and mapping in Southern had given him strong leg muscles. Lowering himself into a semi-squat, he stretched his arms out by his sides, fists clenched. He took a deep breath and then in one powerful thrust shot up into the air, grabbed the branch, and clasped it tightly with both hands. A large bird flew off its perch somewhere above him, causing branches to shake and leaves to rustle. Piemur wanted to gasp but held his breath instead, hanging perfectly still.

			
			“What was that?” Toolan asked, staring intently in Piemur’s direction.

			“It was just a bird, Toolan,” Cramb said. “This place is alive with birds and wild animals.”

			Toolan turned away from the tree and Piemur exhaled, thanking the First Egg for the man’s lack of curiosity. Slowly he hauled himself up and onto the branch, where he settled himself with his back resting against the tree trunk and his legs stretched out in front of him. He felt well covered by the dense leaves all around him, while he could clearly see the men below.

			Cramb was running his tongue over his scarred upper lip as he stared at Toolan. Piemur craned forward, intent on seeing what transfixed Cramb. Slowly, careful to make no sound, he extracted the single-lens distance viewer from under his tunic, in the small pack he carried around his waist. He had been given the viewer for mapping the skies in Southern with N’ton, and had found it a useful tool while scouting, as well. Now he focused the lens on Toolan’s face.

			Was that a giant gob of spit bouncing about on the man’s lips? Piemur grimaced when he realized that it was, but he couldn’t stop himself from staring at it as Toolan spoke, the glob moving up and down, occasionally stretching in a thin thread between the two lips before snapping back into position.

			Please lick your lips, Toolan, or I might just heave, Piemur silently pleaded.

			“I think it’s an odd choice. That’s all,” Cramb said. He licked his lips again, and Piemur suddenly caught himself licking his own lips, too.

			“Well, don’t bother…to think, that is!” Toolan said loudly, and then paused before adding, “I know what’s wanted. You’re just here to make a sketch of it, so get to work,” he barked. “Shards, but this place is hot!” He wiped sweat off his face with his arm as he looked around the clearing. “I hate when it’s this hot!”

			
			What a foul character this Toolan fellow is, Piemur decided. By contrast, Cramb seemed a rather pleasant man, and Piemur wondered why he was mixed up with an obnoxious crud like Toolan.

			Piemur watched as Cramb pulled at two leather straps that crisscrossed his chest, lifting them over his head to reveal the rawhide satchel he’d been carrying on his back. He opened it and pulled out a little fold-up stool. Then he rooted around in the satchel for a moment before taking out a piece of chalk and a midsize slate.

			“Take your time, Cramb. I need a rest,” Piemur heard Toolan call imperiously from where he’d settled at the base of a stout, fronded tree. He watched the lanky man fold his arms behind his head and then slide his legs out in front of him, crossing one ankle over the other as he closed his eyes.

			“You’ll get plenny a’ that, Toolan. This is just a rough sketch I’m laying down on the slate. I’ll have to copy my work onto fine vellum and then add more detail before I make the final rendering in color. After that’s done, I’ll make another sketch when the sky’s dark. You said that’s what T’reb wanted.”

			“Hmm,” Toolan acknowledged, not bothering to look at his companion.

			Cramb bent his head and got busy paring his stylus with a sharp knife; Piemur noticed the man’s smile of pleasure as he briefly glanced at the somnolent Toolan.

			The landscape along this part of the Southern Continent’s coast was really quite outstanding, Piemur reflected, as he looked up and down the shoreline as far as he could see. Might even be the prettiest spot on all of Pern, he thought, and worried that it might be marred by whatever scheme these two men were realizing for T’reb.

			Once Cramb arranged his equipment ready to hand, he completed the sketch quickly and set about redrawing the scene on the fine vellum that he carefully removed from his satchel and rested on a thin piece of bark that he laid across his thighs.

			Nestled in the tree, Piemur wondered why in the world T’reb wanted a drawing of this place. With a slow sigh he forced himself to relax a little. Toolan was snoring quietly in the shade, one hand, palm upward, resting over his eyes as if in mock horror. I’d better stay alert, Piemur thought, and not fall asleep like this Toolan fella. He’d been sent by Master Robinton to scout out any unusual incidents involving the Oldtimers, and to fall asleep on the job wouldn’t put him in very good favor with his Master. That was a certainty!

			
			The thought of the Masterharper reminded Piemur of his life at Fort. Just the thought of it elicited a sharp pang of regret, which Piemur felt as a physical stab in his chest. He shook his head. Why, even though his life as a first-line singer was over, he was lucky to still be apprenticed to the Masterharper! A memory flashed into his head from three Turns past, before his voice broke, and he closed his eyes, unconsciously savoring every detail.

			He was in the main music hall, on the day the choir was practicing an incredibly difficult piece of a cappella music Master Domick had composed. Not that Master Domick ever composed anything but complex music. Piemur had the lead, as usual, but the choir members were struggling to perfect the discords and counter-melodies that made the madrigal so unique—and difficult to master.

			“No, no, no!” Domick had shouted, his voice rising on the last word as he simultaneously smacked his baton off the music stand. “You sound like a herd of shrieking runnerbeasts being devoured by Thread. Read the music score, for pity’s sake! Do not sing the last phrase like that!” The Mastercomposer’s face was turning a disturbing shade of red as he shouted, and the boys and girls of the choir started to squirm in their places, which only added further to their teacher’s obvious ire.

			“Piemur. Please,” Domick had said as he drew in a deep breath, tapping his baton once again while gesturing with the other hand for Piemur to step from his place in the line of apprentices and stand facing the assembled group. As Piemur made his way to stand next to Master Domick, he saw the door to the practice hall open and the Masterharper of Pern enter, followed by Journeyman Masterharper Sebell.

			
			“Sing the base phrase, Piemur,” Domick ordered, looking all the while at the choir members to see that they were paying attention. Piemur opened his mouth, drew breath, and then, as always, time seemed to slow down for him as he exhaled the first note and the sweet sound flowed around the big hall. As Piemur’s voice filled the room it was like a window had been opened, flooding the space with delicious sound.

			“Excellent. Now, Dilis, you sing just as Piemur is singing, please,” Domick said, and Dilis did as instructed. Piemur adjusted his voice, easily singing in harmony with Dilis as he let the other boy take control of the base phrase. Domick nodded with approval.

			“Now, Shern, I want you to join in and take over the harmony from Piemur. Don’t err on the notes,” Domick commanded. Shern began singing, and Piemur immediately changed his refrain and sang in counter-harmony with the two other lads. The effect was spine tingling.

			“Now all of you: Trebles, sing your parts; sopranos, too. Follow Piemur’s lead,” Domick said, raising his arms and indicating on the downbeat when the singers should join in. As all the voices of the choir joined in, they filled the room with a multilayered, complex melody. The Mastercomposer closed his eyes, his head bouncing up and down
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